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Ten days or so ago, I was meeting with a diverse group of religious leaders representative of a variety of religious traditions.  As our discussion unfolded, one of the leaders, a middle-age woman, obviously a bit disturbed about something, blurted out, “I am leaving my church.”  (Her tradition, like ours, uses the word church to describe a congregation or, in this instance, a whole denomination.)  Those of us who had known this woman for a while were more than a little surprised by her comment.  “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked.  Though the lady never answered my question positively, suddenly she began to talk.  “Let me tell you a true story,” she said.  “Recently, during a meeting of the governing board of our local church, one of the board members informed us of a new couple in the community who is interested in becoming a part of our congregation.  Of course, all of us were excited and eager to know more.  ‘But I want to tell you about them and see what you think,’ the board member continued, ‘They are a lesbian couple.’  No sooner were the words out of his mouth than everyone around the table, somewhat indignantly assured him that was alright.  ‘I’m not finished yet,’ the man continued, ‘This is a couple of African-Americans.’  Again all present brushed the information aside almost as if it were irrelevant.  ‘And,’ the board member continued, ‘both members of the couple are Christians.’  Following the word Christian came a bombastic silence that hung in the room with the weight of an elephant until two of the officers of the board remarked, “We will have to think about that before we welcome them.”
The tears intermingled with anger in the eyes of the woman telling the story showed her feelings.  I am not quite sure how to describe the mixed feelings that laced my silent reaction.  I do remember thinking immediately: So, that is how it feels to be excluded!  Unfortunately, though, I was not totally surprised by the story.  Only a few weeks earlier, in another city, a rabbi had confided in me his concern with the level of fear with which many of his parishioners thought of Christians, a 


sentiment not unlike the honest anxieties expressed in a candid conversation one evening a few years ago after a Shabbat service shared with our dear friends in Temple B’Nai Israel.
Exclusion!  Excluded!
Likely most of us do not know the feelings associated with exclusion.  Neither our race nor our religion has prompted exclusion for us, though some of us know the sting of rejection associated with sexual orientation.  But, presently, in our nation, tendencies toward exclusion are escalating at about the same rate as pluralism. 
I have spent a major part of this past week and weekend explaining comments of mine that appeared in most of the major newspapers across the nation in stories regarding the United States Senate’s upcoming hearings on John Roberts.  In a national press conference last week, I took the position that it is fitting that a potential Supreme Court justice be questioned about how his religion serves as a lens for interpreting and protecting the United States Constitution.  No one really challenged that position.  The point of controversy was my defense of the President in his selection of a Catholic nominee for the high court and my insistence that Mr. Roberts’ religious affiliation is nobody else’s business, including that of any member of the United States Senate.  Exclusion is no more a democratic value than it is a religious value.
The issue of exclusion is critical and controversial though, by no means, novel.  Issues of exclusion and inclusion have challenged the people of God ever since there was the reality of the people of God.  Both the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Scriptures are marked by obvious scars that are the products of historic religious skirmishes centered on issues of exclusion related to gender and race, theology and profession, rituals and politics.  Through it all, however, the push and pull of God have been constant, clear and strong.  Persistently, patiently and impatiently, gently but firmly, God has been attempting to move the people of God from exclusion to inclusion.   
Read about the behavior of the Hebrews or study the dynamics of the early Christian community and you will see a measure of similarity in people’s bent toward exclusivity.  Nowhere is this concern more obvious among the Hebrews than in the scriptures of Leviticus generally and the texts known as the “Holiness Code” specifically.  When the people of Israel were deported from their homeland by a victorious invader and hauled off to Babylon to live in captivity, they developed a profound concern about protecting their identity, remaining Jews, not becoming like the captors among whom they were forced to live.  In a strange land among people who had been their enemies, the Jews resolved to stay holy and to remain different from everyone else.  At that time and for this purpose the Jews set aside the Sabbath Day and resolved to keep it with reverence and rest, required circumcision for all Jewish men, and adopted kosher dietary laws (each practice was to preserve distinction).  
For the same reason—to assist them in maintaining a distinct identity—the Jews, developed the “Holiness Code” found in the book of Leviticus.  This code of behavior was written in reaction to the practices that the Jews found around them as a way of distinguishing them from all other people.
So strict was a desire for exclusion in the early Jewish tradition that the realm of application for God’s commandments was restricted by Jewish identity.  Welcoming strangers, providing other forms of hospitality, and obeying laws governing interpersonal relations were required only in relation to other Jews.  A different code of moral conduct kicked in when Jews dealt with non-Jewish people.
The resistance to inclusion in Judaism was reflected dramatically in the very structure of the temple—architecture as theology.  Gentiles could only move through the outermost court of the temple.  Women had it little better, though they could not enter the Court of Israel; only men could walk there.  Then lay the Court of Priests, to which only specially designated religious leaders were welcome, and ultimately the Holy of Holies into which only one priest could go once per year.  No wonder the broadening, boundaries-disregarding oration of God conveyed through the words of the prophet Isaiah attracted so much attention: “My house,” God declared, “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all people!”  The Winds of God were blowing; the Spirit of God was moving.
Look as well at the kind of exclusivity that lured allegiance from members of the early Christian community.  Since most of the first Christians were also Jews, these people developed an assumption that the path to Christianity led through Judaism.  Many Jewish Christians insisted on a person’s embrace of the distinctions of Judaism as a prerequisite to acceptance among Christians.  But problems developed here with such force that the practice of exclusion took a dramatic right turn.  
Conflict developed between Jews within the mainstream of Judaism and Jews who had converted to Christianity.  So bitter was the conflict that Christians sought to distance themselves from Judaism with clarity that excluded Jews from fellowship with Christians.  That is the context in which the gospel of John was written and the backdrop against which the author of that gospel declared that the only way to God was through Jesus—a way that excluded Jews, which was the author’s intention. 
 
 But the Winds of God were not still.  The Spirit of God was moving.  Though Paul wrestled with this matter of inclusion-exclusion conscientiously, especially in relation to the Jews, by the time he wrote the material now found in chapter 11 of Romans, the apostle had made peace with God’s push toward inclusion.  “Has God rejected his people?” Paul asked rhetorically.  “By no means!” he answered, “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew.” Paul ended this passage with a declaration of God’s mercy for all people.  Indeed, later in his ministry, the apostle went on to affirm that, in relation to God, there are no distinctions to justify exclusion—there is neither Jew nor Greek, male nor female, slave nor free person.
What is going on here?  If religion generally is about love, healing, and the like and Christianity in particular is about grace, mercy, reconciliation, and peace, what is going on here?  Why is there such an interest in exclusion among people devoted to religion?
Honestly, some of the most accurate answers to that question get nowhere near religion; they are responses rooted far more in culture and personality than in faith.  But these reasons for exclusion are real and influential.  They often find a form of expression that sounds religious though religion may not be its source.   
We like sameness—people who are like us, individuals who share our thoughts, beliefs, and priorities.  Maybe it is a matter of security, but it could be just a factor of comfort.  People like us seldom challenge us to move outside our comfort zones, to change, maybe even to grow.  So, a preference for sameness can lead to a narrowed definition of holiness; a definition in which holiness is understood as sameness from our perspective.
Then, too, we understand correctness in much the same way.  Acceptable behavior is behavior that fits the pattern of our personal preferences.  So, correctness morphs into the other side of our equation involving worthiness.  Mix in religion and you get an understanding of faith and church that not only allows for exclusion but turns exclusion into a lofty moral value.
But, the Winds of God will not be quiet; the Spirit of God still acts.  Those Winds and that Spirit challenge our preference for sameness, our equation of sameness and holiness, our desire for correctness, and our resistance to admitting into our religious fellowship anyone who doesn’t meet our standards of moral behavior.
From the push of God toward inclusion come two questions related to exclusion.  The questions are in the winds.  
 
First, what kind of gospel does Christianity herald?  Listen to Jesus’ invitation: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens’ (Matthew 11:28).  Watch the critics of Jesus scandalize him for not paying attention to sameness or correctness as he associated with prostitutes and other individuals with bad reputations.  See Jesus sending his disciples to visit with Samaritans, the most hated of all of the people on whom his colleagues looked down—“half-breeds” they called them, “heathen!”  The Christian gospel shows the effect of having been blown by the Winds of God toward inclusion.
The second question is “Whose church is it?”  To whom does the church, or any church, belong—the priest, the pastor, the Coordinating Council, the most generous giver, the hardest worker, the membership?  No!  The church belongs to God.  This institution is unlike any civic club, country club, bank, or private organization.  The more broken you are, the more rejected, the less whole, the more in trouble, the better candidate you are for the church—the more welcome you should be in this fellowship.
Jesus straightforwardly addressed the matter of exclusion on the basis of religious rituals or dietary requirements.  In contrast to the mandates of the Holiness Code, Jesus observed that it is not what we take into our mouths and stomachs that counts religiously but what comes out of our spirits, mouths, hearts, and minds.  How we relate to others is the best indication of the evil or the goodness within us.  And, the push of God toward goodness is the impulse of the Spirit toward togetherness—inclusion, not exclusion.
The ancient patriarch named Joseph, as well as the controversial Messiah named Jesus, was a prototype of the people who ride the Winds of God, who practice inclusion.  Both Joseph and Jesus saw the circumstances of their interaction with people who were different, individuals in great need, persons who were questionable or despicable to their neighbors, not as quirks of an ill fate or results of human meanness but as gifts from God.
Whatever tendency toward exclusion that flirts with our minds and tugs at our hearts, the Winds of God gust in the opposite direction—pushing us, tilting us toward inclusion, fellowship, and reconciliation if needs be.  We look realistically and maybe a bit nervously at our diversity.  We are different in so many ways.  But, then, as we feel the breeze of God’s caress our faces and the swirl of God’s Spirit surround us, we see, we understand that this diversity need never impede our love for each other or our communication with each other or prohibit our unity within community.  Feeling empowered by the brisk Winds of God, we extend our hands and open our arms to others, all kinds of others. We are as certain as we ever have been certain about anything that, inexorably, this is the direction of the Winds of God and the goal of the Spirit of God and we are moving with those winds and breathing that Spirit.  Amen.  
PASTORAL PRAYER
Holy Loving God, teach us to hate—to hate all that you hate that we and our world may be spared all that reeks destruction, foments torment, and advances evil.  At the same time, Holy One, Divine Lover, enable us to love all whom you love and to like all that you like that we may be one with all creation and cause for your jubilant celebration.  Amen.
 


